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Abstract 
There is frequently an assumption that fixed dualisms are no longer relevant (Thorne, 
1993) so that socially constructed and differentially valued gendered cultures no 
longer exist. Gender however has not been consistently referred to as an outdated or 
zombie category (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002), while a variety of evidence 
suggests that male priorities, choices and life-styles are differentially valued (UN, 
1995; O’Connor, 2000). Drawing on a national one in ten random sample of 4,100 
texts written by Irish young people, typically aged 10-12 and 14-17 years, in response 
to an invitation to describe ‘themselves and the Ireland they inhabit’, this article 
suggests that aspects of their narratives (relating to relationships and life styles) reflect 
the existence of gender differentiated cultures, although these ‘two cultures’ are much 
less apparent in their narratives about time, space and consumption. Finally, the paper 
touches on the implications of these trends for understanding contemporary Irish 
society. 
 




In late modernity, fixed dualisms (such as boys/girls) are increasingly seen as 
problematic-with even biology being capable of surgical reassignment.   Hence the 
idea of  ‘two cultures’ (see Thorne, 1993) reflected in socially and culturally 
constructed gender differentiated worlds seems improbable. Nevertheless a variety of 
evidence suggests that in Ireland, and indeed in Western Society, male choices, life 
styles and priorities are differentially culturally valued (UN, 1995; O’Connor, 2000) 
thus implicitly raising the question of the impact of this on young people and their 
choices, priorities and life styles.   
  Implicit in this is ultimately a concern with gender and its persistence as a 
social and cultural reality.  Thus although gender is seen by Beck and Beck-
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Gernsheim (2002: xxiv) as ‘part of the collective moulding of individual behaviour’, 
they also suggested that it was possible that  ‘elements of a gender-specific 
socialisation’ were still at work in a late modern society, with gender not being 
consistently referred to by them as an outdated or zombie category (ibid: 113 and 
203).  We know relatively little about the kinds of narratives constructed by young 
people in a fast changing social, cultural and economic context fuelled by ‘alcohol 
and drugs’ ‘symptomatic of a kind of nihilistic narcissism’ (Inglis, 2006:see Corcoran, 
2006: 5). In this context the challenge for young people involves ‘The reflexive 
project of the self, which consists in the sustaining of coherent yet continuously 
revised, biographical narratives’ (Giddens, 1991: 5).   
In exploring Irish young people’s narratives, we focus particularly on evidence 
as regards the existence of gender differentiated ‘two cultures’ (see Thorne, 1993) - 
such ‘cultures’ being seen as socially constructed and differentially culturally valued 
rather than as reflecting essentialist realities. This has been complimented by work on 
masculinities, particularly hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995a and b) which has 
acted ‘as a normative and indeed culturally specific standard’, ‘against which 
behaviours and identities can be evaluated’ (Hearn, 1996: 203) within particular social 
and cultural contexts. Thus in this article we are concerned with identifying those 
aspects of young people’s narratives that reflect the existence of ‘two cultures’- as 
well as those aspects that do not do so.    
 
Methodology 
The texts that were the basis of the study were written by a national sample of young 
people in Fifth Class in First Level (typically aged 10-12 years) and in Transition 
Year in Second Level (typically aged 14-17 years) in a school context in response to 
an invitation to describe ‘themselves and the Ireland they inhabit’ so as ‘to provide a 
national data base’ and ‘an invaluable archive’.  The data in this study consisted of 
4,100 pages of text (with drawings or lyrics on the back page) selected as a stratified 
one in ten random sample from the total of 33,828 texts. The young people typically 
thought of themselves as addressing a potential reader of their texts in the year 3,000 
and so took little for granted in terms of shared understandings, and this gives the 
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texts an unusual honesty and explicitness. It is thus an innovative and unique data 
base that provides an insight into the normative views of a very wide ranging sample 
of Irish young people, aged 10-12 and 14-17 years.  
The method of analysis of this data was both quantitative and qualitative. At a 
quantitative level, the 4,100 sheets were coded on a range of variables including 
family, friends, school, descriptions of self, hobbies and activities, roots, the future 
and current affairs. The qualitative analysis consisted of a thematic analysis of sub-
samples, initially in terms of the concepts identified in the quantitative analysis, and 
then later extended to include themes identified inductively and/or derived from the 
literature. Here we are concerned with presenting an overview of some of the main 
trends in the data, with a particular focus on the extent to which such texts reveal the 
existence of ‘two cultures’- i.e. boys and girls’ (for a more detailed description of the 
methodology of the study and its findings see O’Connor, 2008). To ensure 
confidentiality, pseudonyms are used and identifying information, local or school 
referents are not used in the case of individual quotations. Such quotations are also 
presented as written by the young people, with spelling and syntax errors uncorrected.  
 Since the entire data base was written in a school context, the overall study is 
limited in several ways. Firstly in such a context there is a risk of collective planning 
–and there were suggestions that this occurred amongst some of the younger children. 
The influence of the school setting on the texts cannot be ascertained although the 
directions to schools specifically indicated that no selection was to be made on the 
basis of quality or appropriateness.  Secondly, the contributors were not required to 
give personal information other than their own names and their school year: hence 
limiting independent variables. Thirdly, it is impossible to know to what extent these 
texts reflect socially desirable ideas, although it seems possible that they may do so at 
least to some extent. Fourthly, as the method was entirely document based, the young 
people were not asked why they included/excluded particular elements. Finally, 
although the data is based on children’s texts, the interpretation of these texts is from 
an adult perspective. These limitations relate to both this paper and to the wider study. 
Nevertheless despite these limitations the data base is a fascinating and wide ranging 
one that provides a valuable insight into young people’s own accounts of their lives.  
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Key Concepts  
A wide range of theorists have stressed the importance of recognising that  ‘gender is 
a matter of learning and continuous ‘work’ rather than a simple expression of 
biologically given gender difference’ (Giddens, 1991: 63; see also Butler, 1990; Mac 
an Ghiall, 1994). For Beck (1992: 104 and 105 respectively) ‘we are situated at the 
very beginning of a liberation from the feudally ascribed roles for the sexes’ although 
individualisation suggests that ‘people are removed from the constraints of gender’. It 
has been argued that we continually bring our gender identity into being by 
performing various kinds of behaviour that are culturally labelled masculine or 
feminine. In this ‘performative concept,’ identity is constructed through doing such 
activities (Butler, 1990). The implication is that ‘gender is ‘something people ‘do’ or 
‘perform’ as opposed to something they have’ (Cameron, 1998:16/17).  
For Connell (2005:13): ‘One of the most important circumstances of young 
people’s lives is the gender order they live in’. Implicit in Connell’s argument is a 
rejection of biological essentialism whether rooted in bodily differences or bodily 
stages of development. As he sees it: ‘The physical changes matter but they do not 
directly determine the experience of adolescence. That is a question of how social 
practices take hold of, and give meaning to, bodily change and bodily difference’ 
(Connell, 2005: 14).  Thorne (1993:103) has been amongst those who have been 
critical of the gender based ‘different cultures’ approach on the grounds that it seemed 
likely to refer to what she called ‘the symbolic (normative, ideological or discursive) 
dimensions of gender’, and that it ignored variation across different activities and 
contexts. However, it is argued that it is only by understanding such normative 
dimensions that we can begin to understand the differential cultural evaluation of 
gendered activities, and to identify those aspects that are least affected. In this context, 
‘boundary crossing’ or undertaking activities which are normatively valued for the 
opposite sex, is a very real possibility and as Thorne (1993) herself recognised, offers 
insights into the differential value attached to ‘doing boy/girl’ within particular social 
and cultural contexts. However Uchida (1998) argued that since the overall cultural 
context is one of male dominance, implicit in difference is a higher evaluation of the 
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dominant (male) attributes, life styles and values.  Indeed the United Nations (UN, 
1995: 29) noted that 'no society in the world treats its women as well as its men’.    
Implicit in Connell’s view is the idea that boys create their lives individually and 
collectively through what he calls ‘the configurations of practice associated with the 
social position of men’ within a particular social and cultural context. He 
distinguished between the form of masculinity that ‘occupied a hegemonic position in 
a given pattern of gender relations’ and which was ‘culturally exalted’ and other 
forms (Connell, 1995b: 76-81). It seems possible to suggest that insofar as these texts 
have normative elements, then hegemonic masculinity is the form that is most likely 
to be revealed in them. There is some evidence that in an Irish context the 
performance of hegemonic masculinity necessitates the absence of confiding and the 
denial of vulnerability (Cleary, 2005). Such patterns can also be seen as related to the 
fact that boy’s educational experiences are less focussed than girls’ on personal 
development (Baker et al, 2004). Ging (2005: 41) found that although the Irish young 
men she studied were critical of the pressures on boys to ‘suppress emotion and act 
hard’, they got a good deal of pleasure from ‘the performance of tough blokeish 
masculinity’.  
Relationships with women are a crucial element in adult masculinity. However 
young boys see interaction with girls as a sign of femininity (Haywood et al, 2005). 
Connell (2005:15) suggested that sport- particularly organised, competitive, physical, 
team based sport, was almost as important as sexuality as ‘a site of masculinity 
formation- with football in particular being involved in ‘the reproduction of 
conventional gender identities and definitions’ (Willis, 1990:115). Connell also 
identified other sites including gendered consumption and cross gender relationships 
as sites of masculinity while Ging (2005:47/48) suggested that for Irish boys the 
media effectively functioned as ‘a manual of masculinity’, with non-hegemonic 
versions of masculinity reflecting the existence of idiosyncratic social factors. 
Connell (1987: 188) suggested that: ‘Femininity, organised as an adaptation to 
men’s power and emphasising compliance, nurturance and empathy as womanly 
virtues, is not in much of a state to establish hegemony over other kinds of 
femininity’. For him (ibid: 187) the construction of femininity is seen as being 
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reflected in a ‘display of sociability rather than technical competence’. Beck (1992) 
suggested that young women were particularly likely to have expectations as regards 
gender equality in the home and in the workplace. However in the UK it has been 
suggested that ‘physical attractiveness and nurturing remain the key pivots’ (Jagger 
2002: 50). Irish women’s constructions of the self have been located within an overall 
context of gender roles that stress service, self -sacrifice and subordination (O’Dowd, 
1987; O’Connor, 1998).  Nevertheless, despite Irish women’s high levels of 
participation in paid employment, the majority of men and women in the Irish part of 
the European Values study agreed that: ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as 
working for pay’ although they also saw a job as ‘the best way for a woman to be an 
independent person’  (Whelan and Fahey 1994 and Fahey et al, 2005). Amongst 
young adults aged 18-30 years old, gendered patterns of housework and child care 
were seen as reflecting women’s greater competence and responsibility: something 
the men would ‘never manage’ –implicitly underlining the valorization of domestic 
activity (O’Connor et al, 2002). Furthermore, Irish girls’ subject choices at University 
level remain relational with women students making up at least three quarters of those 
in the broadly person oriented ‘caring’ areas, such as Education, Medical Science and 
Social Science; while the area where men constitute more than three quarters of the 
students is Technology (Clancy, 2001).  
 Lynch and Lodge (2002:130) suggested that ‘To overtly challenge sexism is to 
…become unfeminine’. Lodge and Flynn (2001: 190) noted that in their Irish study 
many young people tended to define themselves ‘in ways which reflected traditional 
gendered expectations of behaviour, attitudes and characteristics’. However a small 
number of them, mostly girls, operated as ‘boundary crossers’ (Thorne, 1993). 
Importantly in the context of Thorne’s criticism of the ‘two cultures’ approach, those 
girls who displayed male patterns enjoyed higher status, while the opposite was true 
of boys who displayed female patterns- implicitly underlining the higher status of the 
boys’ activities.  
In summary then it is suggested that ways of ‘doing boy/girl’ are constructed 
within particular social and cultural contexts. There is relatively little evidence about 
the sites used by Irish boys, although Ging (2005) highlighted the importance of the 
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media and Cleary (2005) the absence of confiding. Ways of ‘doing girl’ in Ireland still 
seem to be influenced by a wider ideological context stressing relatedness- both as 
reflected in higher education choices and in the valuation of the housewifely role. 
Furthermore, insofar as boundary crossing (Thorne, 1993) was more likely to occur in 
the case of girls than boys, ‘doing boy’ was implicitly more highly valued. The media 
seemed to play a role in reflecting and reinforcing such boundary crossing (Lodge, 
2004). We now look in more detail at the range of gender variation emerging in 
different aspects of these young people’s narratives. 
 
 
Gender based variation: Relationships, Critical Moments, Life Styles 
Giddens (1991:81) saw freely chosen friends as important for the reflexive project of 
the self, with lifestyles involving ‘decisions not only about how to act but who to be’. 
In this section gendered variation is identified in a number of areas of these young 
people’s narratives including references to friends in general and to best friends in 
particular; to the content of ‘critical moments’ (Thomson et al, 2002) and to sporting 
and media related aspects of their life styles. 
            Although the majority of the young people in this study referred to their 
family, boys were less likely than girls of the same age to refer to their nuclear and 
extended family, particularly the 14-17 year olds (see TABLE 1). The idea that a 
relational discourse was less compatible with ways of ‘doing boy’ was supported by 
the trends that emerged as regards friends. Thus although almost two thirds (64 per 
cent) of the young people in this study referred to friends, the girls were more likely 
than the boys to do so at both ages- with the gender difference being particularly large 
in the case of the 14-17 year olds.  Such friends were overwhelmingly same sex. Thus 
what Bjerrum Nielsen (2004a) called ‘relational individualism’ was more likely to be 
a feature of the girls’ than the boys’ accounts (see TABLE 2)   
Furthermore in contrast to earlier work which showed that men were likely to 
have more extensive networks of friends (see O’Connor 2002/1992) it was the girls in 
this study who referred to the more extensive networks. Thus, 39 per cent of the 14-17 
year old boys referred to at least two friends as compared with 72 per cent of the girls 
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of that age. Similar trends emerged in Griffin’s (1985) classic study of working class 
young women in the UK.  
Best friends can be regarded as individualised relationships par excellence (see 
O’Connor, 2002/1992). In these terms there were surprisingly low levels of 
individualisation amongst these young people.  Thus only 17 per cent of the 14-17 
year old girls and four per cent of the 14-17 year old boys referred to such 
relationships. Such trends may reflect methodological factors and/or a social and 
cultural context characterised by the limited time to create and maintain them 
(O’Connor, 2002/1992; Lynch 1989). In any case, the girls’ best friends were people 
in whom they could confide. The importance of confidants can of course be 
overstated- representing as it does a kind of feminisation of love (Cancian, 1986). 
However, it seems plausible to suggest that such friendships are particularly important 
in adolescence. The intensity of the accounts of these relationships was reminiscent of 
Hey’s (1997) and Blatchford’s (1998) work:  
‘a friend is someone you can trust, rely on, talk to. My best friends name is 
Ann Murphy we have been friends for four years ....All I know is that she can 
turn to me any time she likes and I can turn to her any time… to talk to. She 
is the greatest friend I ever will have and nothing or nobody will replace 
her’ (Linda, Transition Year, Second Level). 
The 10-12 year olds girls were also more likely than boys of the same age to refer to a 
best friend. Thus almost two fifths of the 10-12 year old girls referred to a best friend 
as did a quarter of the boys. Future work is needed to explore the extent to which 
younger boys feel less exposed than their older counterparts to homophobic pressures 
as regards identifying what are overwhelmingly same sex relationships as best friends. 
Classic work by McRobbie and McCabe (1981) and Hudson (1984) suggested 
that having a boyfriend, spending time with him, pleasing him and giving him priority 
were important in doing girl. There was no evidence in the present study to suggest 
that same sex ties were subordinate to romantic ones as has been suggested in other 
studies (Griffiths 1988, 1995; Griffin, 1985; Thorne, 1993; O’Connor 2002/1992)- 
with the very few references to opposite sex relationships depicting them as fun, 
transitory relationships (although this may simply reflect their life stage and/or 
methodological factors): 
‘fellas are no 2, when it comes to it. I need my friends, we stick together. There 
is no separating us. We try our best to do everything together, friends are all 
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that really matter now to me, without them you will get nowhere in life. 
Friends forever’ (Sharon, Transition Year, Second Level) 
It is not clear why, in the absence of the prioritization of heterosexual 
relationships, the proportion of 14-17 year old girls referring to best friends in 
particular was much lower than the proportion of 10-12 year old girls. However, there 
was a suggestion that same sex friendships were in some way suspect sexually and 
this may account for this trend: ‘I hang around with a bunch of about 10 girls, it 
sounds like some lesbian society!.’ (Deirdre, Transition Year, Second Level).   
Giddens (1991) suggested that in late modernity, moral crises are ‘sequestered’ 
or separated out from the routines of everyday life. He also suggested that at such 
‘critical moments’ (e.g parents splitting up, death, moving house etc: Thomson et al, 
2002) routines are disrupted and there is a ‘return of the repressed’ (Giddens, 1991: 
202/03). It is suggested that gender is one of the repressed frameworks which is 
activated at that time- and that hence a focus on such moments enables us to see such 
frameworks. Amongst the boys such critical moments revolved around attempts to 
establish hierarchical dominance, mainly through football, while amongst the girls 
they revolved around connectedness –both loss of it, as in death and a heightened 
awareness of its importance in particular contexts. Thus, going backstage to prepare 
for the opening night of the school musical, in which she had a leading role: 
‘my heart started thumping against my chest, the rush of adrenaline filled my 
body I felt a lump in my throat then suddenly tears in my eyes….My friends…. 
talked to me, made me laugh, helped me through the nervous situation I was in  
…it was the best night of my whole life but I wouldn’t have done it without my 
friends there to calm me down’ (Veronica, Transition Year, Second Level)  
‘In modern social life, the notion of lifestyle takes on a particular significance’ 
as they involve ‘decisions not only about how to act but who to be’ (Giddens, 
1991:81: see also Miles 2,000) as ‘ individuals are forced to negotiate lifestyle choices 
among a diversity of options’ (Giddens, 1991: 5). Such life styles are he suggests 
‘routinised practices…but the routines followed are reflexively open to change in the 
light of the mobile nature of self identity’. It has been widely noted (Connell, 1995b; 
Lesko, 2001; Willis, 1990; Haywood and Mac an Ghiall, 2003; Frost, 2003; Frosh, 
2003) that sport has become a key element in defining masculinity in Western 
Society, not least because of the perceived relationship between masculinity and 
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men’s bodies: with football being one of the main signifiers of masculinity (Epstein et 
al, 2001; Lahelma 2000). 
Highly gender-differentiated, sport related life styles were also identified in this 
study. Thus participating in and watching team based, physical contact sports was 
much more likely to be referred to by boys than girls in both age groups. Gaelic 
Athletic Association sports (such as gaelic football and hurling) were the most 
common participative sports referred to by the boys, followed by soccer. Thus for 
example, 40 per cent of the 10-12 year old boys referred to playing Gaelic Athletic 
Association games (i.e. Gaelic football and hurling) and 21 per cent to playing soccer 
(as compared with 22 per cent and five per cent of the girls of that age respectively: 
see TABLE 3). These trends reflect the patterns emerging in Fahey et al’s (2005) 
study as regards boys’ greater enjoyment of competitive, physical contact, team based 
sports. That study also documented the disproportionate encouragement of such 
activities by the educational system and by voluntary organisations. Such team based 
activities provided opportunities to develop skills,  ‘ways of thinking about, regulating 
and developing the body’ as well as the opportunity to develop a social network 
(Willis, 1990: 110/111). In the present study success in an all male context was seen 
as exhilarating; defeat emotionally exhausting, but the reinforcement of a gendered 
identity through the activity was the ultimate validation. The language used by boys 
around football in particular was emotionally intense (e.g. use the word 
‘heartbreaking’ to refer to sporting defeats). Identification with the Irish soccer team 
(reflected in ‘we’) is explicit and the memory of it and the vicissitudes of a county 
match dominate this young man’s account: 
‘ both World cups… had some of the happiest and saddest days of my life. When 
we bet Italy… it was unreal, but then to lose to Holland.. was heartbreaking. But 
the moment in my life up to now was when Kildare won the Leinster final….. for 
the first time in 50 years. The celebrations went on for weeks… Kildare.. lost in 
the final to Galway and that was heartbreaking. Nothing much else has 
happened in my life... I am content with life and that’s enough’ (Tom, Transition 
Year, Second Level) 
Amongst the girls in the present study  the most common references to sport 
were to non-team based sports (such as roller blading, pool, cycling, swimming, 
dancing etc). As in the present study (see TABLE 3) it has been widely noted that 
girls participate less in physical contact, team based sport than boys (see Furlong and 
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Carmel, 1997; Fahey et al, 2005; Dr Roiste and Dinneen, 2005). Furthermore, despite 
the increasing popularity of football amongst Irish girls (reputed to be one of the 
fastest growing sports in Ireland with roughly a third of the girls at Second Level in 
Fahey’s study, 2005, participating in it) the narratives suggested that it had not been 
fully assimilated into gender definitions, thus implicitly suggesting the persistence of 
‘two cultures’.  Thus Carol (Fifth Grade, First Level) referred to pressure on her to 
conform to a gender stereotype that does not include football-one that she rejects: ‘ 
Most people slag me saying ‘girls dont play football’ but I love playing football’. 
There was also some evidence that the 10-12 year old girls were reflexively aware of 
their own role as trailblazers ‘We made History today it was the first girls [football] 
team ever’ - the ‘we’ suggesting a collective reframing of gendered definitions.  
Gender differentiated trends were also evident in another aspect of the young 
people’s live styles viz their involvement in media and cultural activities, particularly 
but not exclusively those related to global entertainment and global technology. 
Lodge (2004) suggested that although global elements may reinforce stereotypical 
ways of doing girl, they may also expand such boundaries. In the present study, as in 
De Roiste and Dinneen’s (2005) study, the boys were most likely to refer to computer 
related activities and the girls to watching TV and listening to music. These trends 
were particularly obvious amongst the 10-12 year olds. Thus 33 per cent of the boys 
of this age referred to computer related activities, as compared with 14 per cent of the 
girls; while 36 per cent of the girls referred to listening to Chart Music, as compared 
with 15 per cent of the boys of this age (see TABLE 4). There was also greater variety 
amongst the girls, with the younger girls being more likely to refer to a range of 
traditional cultural activities, such as reading and playing music- patterns that have 
also emerged in other studies. Hence it seems possible to suggest that globalisation 
supports more limited cultural constructions of ‘doing boy’ than ‘doing girl’.   
Boys’ non-reflexivity was also reflected in the fact that they were more likely to 
present themselves as authoritative commentators on a wide range of economic, 
political, social and cultural phenomena for future generations. The only area where 
girls provided such social commentaries were those relating to fashion- a 
stereotypically gendered area and one that did not challenge patriarchal hegemony.  
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‘ In the last decade Ireland has taken the first tentative steps towards becoming 
a modern cosmoplitan European country. At the root of this transformation has 
been the Celtic Tiger economy…..  This economic boom has a downside 
however. In recent years crime rates have spiralled while the homeless and 
impoverished have felt more alienated from mainstream society.. However there 
is much to be positive about…’ (John, Transition Year, Second Level).  
‘Fashion! Looks!..  to be popular and cool you have to be pretty thin. It mightn’t 
be fair but that is life.…..’... (Mary, Transition Year, Second Level ) 
 
Overall then, these young people’s narratives revealed gender variation in their 
relationships with friends; in aspects of their life styles; in the content of critical 
moments and the provision of societal commentaries for future generations. The 
existence of ‘two cultures’ was also paradoxically reflected in the existence of 
‘boundary crossing’ by girls as regards football. Such patterns do not suggest that 
gender has become ‘a zombie category’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002: 203) in 
these areas.  
  
 
Gender differentiation less evident or even absent: Time, Space, Consumption  
In this section we will look at those aspects of these young people’s narratives where 
the existence of ‘two cultures’ was less evident (i.e. time and role models)-and in 
some cases totally absent (i.e. space and consumption) 
It has been widely argued that an important aspect of individualisation is the 
disembedding of the life course and the substitution of a choice biography for a 
standard biography, with life plans becoming ‘the substantial content of the 
reflexively organised trajectory of the self’ (Giddens, 1991: 85; see also Beck, 1992; 
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Berger et al 1974). Giddens (1991:33) noted that in 
traditional cultures transitions in individual lives were often characterised by rites of 
passage as an individual moved along a clearly marked path from adolescence to 
adulthood, whereas nowadays ‘the altered self has to be explored and constructed as 
part of a reflexive process of connecting personal and social change’.  
There has been some argument about whether young people in late modern 
societies have ambitions and make plans for their future (Anderson et al, 2005; 
Brannen and Nilsen, 2002 and 2006). In the present study it was striking that the 14-
17 year old boys and girls were both equally likely to take refuge from a daunting 
future in a focus on an ‘extended present’ (Brannen and Nilsen, 2002). However, 
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amongst the girls, fear and anxiety was part of this ‘extended present’ orientation, 
whereas in the case of the boys, the focus was more on frenetic pleasure, with both 
boys and girls wanting to avoid commitments (similar trends were perceived amongst 
18-30 year old young men in Portugal: O’Connor et al, 2002).  In the present study, 
the 10-12 year olds, both boys and girls, were most likely to anticipate a predictable 
future, and to refer to their plans and ambitions in relation to that future- mapping it 
out within a standardised, more or less linear life course involving education, travel 
and paid employment, with (occasional) references to relationships and children. 
These latter trends can be seen as marking a substantial cultural change, since in the 
lifetime of many of their mothers, paid work effectively ceased on marriage (under 
legal pressure in a number of occupations up to 1973 and social pressure until the 
1990s: O’Connor, 1998). 
 Amongst the young people, the future was very rarely envisaged in terms of 
scientific or technological innovations-although there were occasional references to 
the part that could be played by robots in dealing with tensions created by gender 
roles (a tension that was ignored by both boys and girls in other contexts): ‘Are 
cyborg wives cheap and efficient? (Jim, Transition Year, Second Level). There was 
also little evidence of global risk consciousness as reflected in concerns about 
ecological disasters, extinction of species and global warming. Where such references 
existed, they were most likely to occur in the texts of the 14-17 year old boys: a sense 
of impotent global despair particularly as regards environmental issues, although rare, 
was striking.  
In a context where the self is a reflexive project for which the individual is 
responsible and where: ‘We are not what we are, but what we make of ourselves’ 
(Giddens, 1991:75) one might anticipate references to role models- people whom 
these young people aspire to be like or who implicitly suggest ways to ‘make’ 
themselves.  In fact however, the majority of the young people did not explicitly refer 
to such role models. Where they occurred, girls’ cross gender identification was seen 
as unproblematic and was much more common than boys –arguably reflecting the 
perceived higher status of maleness (a perception that is compatible with, for 
example, boys’ higher levels of pocket money: Mc Coy and Smith, 2004).  
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Giddens (1991:146) argued that in late modernity, the local area declined in 
importance: place ‘becomes thoroughly penetrated by disembedding mechanisms’. 
However it has been increasingly recognised that the local and the global are not 
mutually exclusive polarities (Savage et al, 2005) with Robertson (1995:30) 
suggesting that ‘globalisation has involved the reconstruction of ‘home’, ‘community’ 
and ‘locality’’ –using the phrase ‘glocalisation’ to refer to this new phenomenon 
Amongst boys and girls and across both age groups, the global and the local were 
enmeshed so that these young people were locally embedded within a global world. 
With this conceptual caveat, the majority of these young people referred to the 
existence and the importance of the locality, although the 10-12 year olds were most 
likely to include local elements in their written texts - arguably reflecting the narrower 
spatial boundaries in their lives (Leonard, 2005).  
It has been argued that in a late modern society, there is a weakening of 
collective identities (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991) reflected in a set of social categories 
traditionally available to classify the self. In particular there has been a suggestion that 
‘women have to abandon their older ‘fixed’ identities in a more thorough going way 
than men’ (Giddens, 1991: 106). It was striking that with the exception of age (which 
was almost universally referred to), there were relatively few references to positional 
identities. Furthermore despite the existence of gender based ‘two cultures’ in a 
number of areas, there were few references by either boys or girls to gender as a 
positional identity. 
Giddens (1991) amongst others has stressed that the self is embodied. In this 
context the scarcity of references to the body by both age groups and genders was 
striking. It is possible that this is a methodological artefact reflecting the classroom 
situation in which these texts were written. Alternatively however it seems plausible 
to suggest that in a society such as Ireland which has been traditionally characterised 
by ambivalence about the body, and where the rapidity of change has disrupted 
feelings of ontological security ‘disembodiment is an attempt to transcend dangers 
and be safe’ although, paradoxically the price of that disembodiment may be anxiety 
(Giddens, 1991: 59).  
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There was also a suggestion that the consumer society is eroding aspects of  the 
‘two cultures’. Thus in the past fashion was arguably a more important element in 
women’s construct of self, while paid employment was more important in mens’. 
However gender differentiated patterns did not emerge as regards references to part-
time jobs or clothes. There were also no gender differences in references to risk taking 
life styles (reflected in references to high alcoholic consumption and- much more 
occasionally- drugs) - a pattern that one might speculate reflects the implicit societal 
valorisation of stereotypically male life styles. Indeed Connell (2005:13) suggested 
that ‘When a society’s dominant gender ideology insists on the absolute difference of 
masculinity from femininity, hypermasculinity or the exaggerated enactment of 
masculinity may emerge as a way of ‘doing difference’’. Insofar as masculinity is 
more valued than femininity, hypermasculinity may appear amongst both boys and 
girls. In this context rising levels of binge drinking amongst young men and women, 
and similar levels of attempted suicide are salutary (see also ESPAD 2004 and HBSC, 
2003).   
In summary then, there was little evidence in these areas of the existence of ‘two 
cultures’. Thus both boys and girls had broadly similar orientations to time- although 
there were some differences in content. Role models were typically not referred to, 
(although girls were more likely than boys to refer to cross gender ones). Both boys 
and girls referred to the local area; neither included references to the body; and both 
were equally likely to refer to aspects of the consumer society, such as part-time jobs, 
clothes or risk taking life styles.  
 
Summary and Conclusions  
There are obvious limitations to the study, deriving not only from the nature of the 
data but also from the fact that there are no baseline studies so that it is impossible to 
disentangle cohort from age effects. With these caveats however, the trends emerging 
are provocative. 
In contrast to what one might expect in late modernity, there was consistent 
evidence in these texts of the existence of ‘ two cultures’ (see Thorne, 1993) reflected 
in gender differentiated worlds particularly involving relationships and life styles- 
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such cultures being seen as socially constructed and differentially culturally valued 
rather than as reflecting essentialist realities. Thus for example, the main sites for the 
construction and/or reproduction of ‘doing girl’ were their friendships. Their critical 
moments revolved around these relationships and connectedness or its disruption was 
an important theme. These trends arguably have implications for the continuance of 
gendered trends in the higher educational and paid employment areas-and 
particularly, for example, for girls continued interest in people oriented careers. 
However, there was also evidence of boundary crossing, particularly by the girls, 
arguably reflecting the higher cultural valuation of ‘doing boy’, and consistent with 
trends which have shown that girls are more likely than boys to move into ‘male’ 
educational and occupational areas than vice versa.   
The main site for the construction and/or reproduction of ‘doing boy’ was 
football. This physical contact, team based sport was compatible with boys 
construction of themselves in terms of their hierarchical position. Accounts of their 
critical moments revolved around attempts to establish hierarchical dominance, for 
the most part competitively through football. Although they did not explicitly refer to 
hegemony, it was implicit in their presentation of themselves as authoritative 
interpreters of a wide range of economic, political, social and cultural phenomena. 
These patterns suggest that boys’ concern with status, position and hierarchy are still 
cultural realities and do not augur well for their willingness to problematise what 
Connell (1995 a and b) has called the patriarchal dividend.   
Overwhelmingly, with the exception of age, these young people did not use 
positional identities to define who they were. However, ascribed relationships with 
family were still crucially important. References to individualised relationships such 
as best friendships were rare in these young people’s accounts- and almost non-
existent amongst 14-17 year old boys. The fact that such references to best friends 
occurred in less than one in five of the 14-17 year old girls’ narratives was surprising. 
This raises the question of the extent to which such girls are adopting male patterns 
and suggests their increasing psychological vulnerability in the absence of such 
emotionally supportive ties. However, references to a wider group of friends were 
much more common, particularly amongst the girls, and these can be seen as 
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reinforcing their categorical gendered identity, in the same way as friendships 
between men did in the past (O’Connor, 2002/1992). Such relationships between men 
have been seen as important in perpetuating patriarchy. The implications of similar 
relationships between women for women’s position and value in society is not clear 
and merits further investigation. In any case, there was no evidence in the present 
study to suggest that same sex ties were in any way subordinate to cross gender 
romantic ones- with the very few references to opposite sex relationships depicting 
them as fun, transitory relationships.  
Finally in the present study, in contrast to Beck and Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s 
(2002) expectation, it was the girls’ rather than the boys’ texts that most strongly 
suggested individualisation. Such trends are compatible with the idea that 
individualisation is most likely to occur amongst those who are outside the hegemonic 
discourse and who have a structural and cultural rationale for such individualisation 
arising from their changing position in that society. Such trends also help to make 
sense of the fact that girls in this study identified a wider range of recreational 
activities and indeed, despite their non-hegemonic position in society, anecdotally 
frequently appear much more confident and independent than boys. Future work 
might usefully explore the implications of such contradictions for relationships 
between boys and girls and their expectations of each other as sexual partners and 
ultimately as parents.    
Constructions of the self in late modernity do not occur in a vacuum. The shape 
they take is affected by the existing social and cultural context and the constructions 
of self that are current at that time. Ireland is an interesting case example, since 
constructions of womanhood are in a recognised flux, and with a small number of 
notable exceptions (such as Cleary, 2005; Ging, 2005; Lodge and Flynn, 2001) there 
has been a reluctance to engage with the impact of social change on constructions of 
masculinity. This study suggests that there are limits to the extent to which the self 
has become a reflexive project in so far as boys and girls drew on a rather 
stereotypical gendered framework underlying their friendships and aspects of their life 
styles, with the existence of ‘two cultures’ being particularly apparent in these areas. 
This suggests that despite the rapidity of change in a variety of areas, gender still 
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underpins many aspects of these young people’s ideas about themselves and their 
lives. It was provocative that other aspects of their narratives, including those related 
to time, space and consumption gave little evidence of the existence of ‘two cultures’ 
–a pattern that could usefully be explored further. In any case by focussing on 
changes in these aspects, we over-estimate the extent of cultural change that has 
occurred and under-estimate culturally generated tension between the sexes.    
It is suggested that a key element in understanding the continuance of the ‘two 
cultures’ in aspects of these narratives is that men have managed, through male 
dominance of key institutions (such as the Church, State, schools, media etc) ‘to get a 
stranglehold on meaning. What it means to be a man, what it means to be a woman’ 
(Edley and Wetherell, 1996: 107).  Of course, such structures are not monolithic, nor 
devoid of resistance. However, this control has perpetuated the differential value 
attached to men and women. Thus it is suggested that a gendered framework that links 
caring and relationships with women continues to devalue such activities and the 
women who value them. Such phenomena are of course not peculiar to Ireland. Thus 
Bjerrum Nielsen (2004b) concluded based on her study of girls and boys at scout 
camps in Denmark, Portugal, Russia and Slovakia that whether societies purported to 
endorse gender equality or gender complementarity, a positive male role vis a vis 
women and a positive valuation of womanhood did not exist. The task of cultural 
transformation in these areas is formidable in a context where this cultural 
valorisation of men at the expense of women is reflected in a wide range of public 
institutional arrangements and organisational cultures. Thus, perhaps not surprisingly, 
amongst the young people in this study, the challenge of emancipatory politics, in so 
far as it existed, was perceived as lying in the adoption of masculine life styles and 
priorities in a number of areas.  
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Footnote:  
* Transition Year is a varied one year programme at Second Level in Ireland which 
can be taken after the Junior Certificate and before the Leaving Certificate. It is 
typically characterised by opportunities for self directed learning and personal and 








Table 1: Age By A/ Reference to Family; B/Reference to 
Type of Family, Controlling for Gender 
A/ Reference to family 10-12 14-17 Total 
Girls Yes 91% 64% 86% 
Boys Yes 84% 42% 78% 
Total Yes 87% 56% 82% 
B/ Reference to Type of  Family    
Girls Nuclear 59% 42% 57% 
Boys Nuclear 58% 32% 55% 
Total Nuclear 58% 38% 56% 
Girls Extended 28% 13% 25% 
Boys  Extended  23% 5% 21% 




Table 2: Age by A/ Reference to Friends and B/Number of Friends  
C/ Best Friends Controlling for Gender 
A/Reference to Friends  10-12 14-17 All 
ages 
By Girls 73% 56% 70% 
By Boys 60% 26% 56% 
Total 67% 44% 64% 
B/ of Friends Mentioned 10-12  14-17  
Girls:  1 26% 28%  26% 
            2-5 47% 52% 47% 
            6 or more 28% 20% 27% 
Boys:  1 23% 62% 24% 
           2-5 48% 39% 48% 
           6 or more  29% - 29% 
Total   1 25% 34% 25% 
             2-5 47% 49% 47% 
             6 or more 28% 17% 28% 
C/ Best Friends    
By Girls  39% 17% 36% 
By Boys 25% 4% 22% 











Table 3: Age by references to Sporting activities, Controlling for Gender  
 Gender 10-12 14-17 Total 
Girls    
Playing GAA 22% 7% 20% 
Playing Soccer only 5% 2% 4% 
Playing Non team sports 36% 17% 33% 
Playing Prestige sports 21% 9% 19% 
Sports followed 15% 8% 14% 
Following International soccer alone 11% 5% 10% 
Boys    
Playing GAA 40% 18% 37% 
Playing Soccer only 21% 10% 19% 
PlayingNon team sports 22% 13% 21% 
Playing Prestige sports 19% 16% 18% 
Sports followed 43% 23% 40% 
Following International soccer alone 25% 13% 24% 
Overall     
Playing GAA 30% 11% 28% 
Playing Soccer only 12% 5% 11% 
PlayingNon team sports 30% 16% 28% 
Playing Prestige sports 20% 12% 19% 
Sports followed 28% 13% 26% 
Following International Soccer alone 17% 8% 16% 
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Table 4: Age by references to Cultural Media, Controlling for Gender  
 






Gender 10-12 14-17 Total 
Girls    
Listen only to Chart Music 36% 14% 32% 
Watch US Teen TV 18% 5% 16% 
Computers 14% 3% 12% 
Read 22% 8% 19% 
Play musical Instrument 15% 6% 14% 
Boys    
Listen only to Chart Music 15% 5% 14% 
Watch US Teen TV 11% 2% 10% 
Computers 33% 12% 31% 
Read 11% 4% 10% 
Play musical Instrument 5% 4% 5% 
Overall     
Listen only to Chart Music 26% 11% 24% 
Watch US Teen TV 15% 4% 13% 
Computers 23% 7% 20% 
Read 17% 6% 15% 
Play musical Instrument 11% 6% 10% 
